Storm Drain Marking

Minimum Measure: Public Involvement/Participation

Subcategory: Stormwater-Related Activities

Description

Storm drain marking involves labeling storm drain inlets with plaques, tiles, painted or pre-cast
messages warning citizens not to dump pollutants into the drain. The messages are generally a simple
phrase or graphic to remind those passing by that the storm drains connect to local waterbodies and that
dumping will pollute those waters. Some storm drain markers specify which waterbody the inlet drains to
or name the particular river, lake, or bay. Common messages include: "No Dumping. Drains to Water
Source," "Drains to River," and "You Dump It, You Drink It. No Waste Here." In addition, storm drain
markers often have pictures to convey the message, including common aquatic fauna or a graphic
depiction of the path from drain to waterbody. Communities with a large Spanish-speaking population
might wish to develop markers in both English and Spanish, or use a graphic alone.

Applicability

Municipalities can undertake storm drain marking projects throughout the entire community, especially in
areas with sensitive waters or where trash, nutrients, or biological oxygen demand (BOD) have been
identified as high priority pollutants. However, regardless of the condition of the waterbody, these signs
can raise awareness about the connection between storm drains and receiving waters and can help to
deter littering, excess fertilizer use, dumping, and other practices that contribute to stormwater pollution.
Municipalities should prioritize drains for marking because marking all drains within a municipality would
be prohibitively expensive. The drains should be carefully selected to send the message to the
maximum number of citizens (for example, in areas of high pedestrian traffic) and to target drains
leading to waterbodies where illegal dumping has been identified as a source of pollution.

Implementation

Municipal crews or volunteers can affix or stencil messages on storm drains. Some municipalities feel
that having their own crews do the work produces better results and eliminates liability and safety
concerns. Other times, volunteer groups conduct marking projects in cooperation with a municipality. In
such an arrangement, volunteer groups provide the labor and the municipality provides supplies, safety
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equipment, and a map or directions to the drains to be marked. Using volunteers lowers costs and
increases public awareness of stormwater pollutants and their path to waterbodies. A municipality can
establish a program to comprehensively address storm drain marking, actively recruit volunteer groups
to help, or facilitate volunteer groups that take the initiative to undertake a marking project.

Regardless of who initiates the stenciling project, the municipality should designate a person to take
charge of the storm drain marking program. Many municipalities will designate a person from the public
works or water quality department to coordinate marking projects by volunteer groups, but some might
work with their communications department. Because these programs depend heavily on volunteer
labor, organizers and coordinators should possess skills in recruiting, training, managing, and
recoghnizing volunteers. Organizers and coordinators should provide the following:

Marking kits containing all materials and tools needed to carry out a marking project,

A map of the storm drains to be marked,

Training for volunteers on safety procedures and on the technique for using stencils or affixing signs,
Safety equipment (traffic cones, safety vests, masks or goggles for spray paint, and gloves if glue is
used), and

Incentives and rewards for volunteers (e.g. badges, T-shirts, certificates).

It is also recommended that the coordinator provide pollutant-tracking forms to participants, so that
serious instances of dumping may be recorded. Participants in storm drain marking projects can aiso
note storm drains that are clogged with debris. This tracking system enables city crews to target cleanup
efforts. Organizers should instruct volunteers on the signs of dumping and explain how to fill out data
cards. In addition, volunteers should record the locations of all storm drains labeled during the project for
the city to track. Additionally, the participants should convene after the event to discuss their findings.
Participant feedback can help organizers improve future marking projects.

If a municipality chooses to initiate a storm drain marking program and solicit the help of volunteer
organizations, they can advertise through a variety of channels. Qutreach strategies include the
following:

Distributing pamphlets and brochures to area service organizations,

Placing articles in local magazines,

Taking out newspaper ads,

Placing an environmental insert in the local newspaper,

Making presentations at community meetings,

Developing public service announcements for radio, and

Creating a website with background and contact information as well as photographs and stories from
past marking events (the references section contains a list of storm drain marking websites from
communities across the country).

Contact newspapers to provide advanced notice of a planned storm drain marking event. Newspapers
might choose to cover the event itself as an environmental feature story to further public awareness. A
news release issued for the day of the event can draw television and newspaper coverage. Public
service announcements made before the event also will help to reinforce the message. Additionally, in
targeted neighborhoods, volunteers can distribute door hangers that notify residents that storm drain
marking is taking place, explain the purpose of the project, and offer tips on how citizens can reduce
urban runoff.

For any volunteer project to be successful, volunteers must feel they have done something worthwhile.

Communities active in storm drain marking have developed a variety of ways to recognize the
contributions of volunteers, including
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Providing each participant with a certificate of appreciation or a letter of thanks signed by the mayor,
Distributing logo items such as T-shirts, hats, badges, plastic water bottles, or other items to
participants before or after the event,

Holding a picnic or small party after the event with refreshments donated by a local business,
Providing coupons for free pizza, hamburgers, ice cream, or movies donated by local merchants, and
Taking pictures of storm drain marking teams before, during, and after the event to create a pictorial
record of volunteers' activity.

Since marking projects take place on city streets, volunteer safety is of utmost importance. The city
might wish to designate lower-traffic residential areas as targets for volunteer marking and provide
safety equipment and training. Most programs require that marking be done in teams, with at least one
person designated to watch for traffic. Adult supervision is needed when volunteers are school children
or members of youth groups. Most cities also require participating volunteers (or their parents, in the
case of minors) to sign a waiver of liability. An attorney for the municipality should be consulted to
determine what liability exists and how to handle this issue.

Materials

Permanent signs made from aluminum, ceramic, plastic, or other durable materials can be affixed with
adhesive applied to the street or sidewalk surface. These markers last longer than stenciled messages
and need only glue to affix them to storm drain inlets. Non-toxic, double stick adhesive pads are
available from sign manufacturers as an alternative to glue, which may not be appropriate for use by
children. While many stock sign designs are available, municipalities can develop or commission
designs specific to the locality, including, for example, the name of the waterbody to which the inlet
drains. These permanent signs can also be neater and easier to read from a distance. Tiles or plaques
can be dislodged by pedestrian traffic if they are disturbed before the glue dries, so pedestrians should
be excluded from areas where signs have been recently affixed.

Alternatively, communities can use stencils and paint to label their storm drains. Some communities
stencil directly onto the curb, street, or sidewalk, while others first paint a white background and then
stencil over it. The most commonly used stencils are made of Mylar, a flexible plastic material that can
be cleaned and reused many times. However, stencils can also be made from cardboard, aluminum, or
other material. Because painted stencils are not as durable as other types of markers, the message
might need to be retouched or reapplied every few years.

Paint or ink can be sprayed on or applied by brush and roller. Spray paint is the quickest and probably
the easiest to apply neatly. However, regions that do not meet federal air-quality standards should avoid
using spray paints, since many contain air-polluting propellants. To prevent any materials from entering
the storm drain, the use of "environmentally friendly” paints free of heavy metals and low in volatile
organic compounds is recommended.

Storm drain messages can be placed flat against the sidewalk surface just above the storm drain inlet,
while others are placed on the curb facing the street or on the street itself, either just upstream of the
storm drain or on the street in front of the drain. However, messages placed on the street might wear out
or dislodge sooner.

Another option is to retrofit or equip new developments with catch basins, grates, or inlet covers that are
pre-cast with a stormwater education message. While this option is the most costly of the storm drain
marking alternatives, it is also the most durable and requires the least amount of maintenance. It does
not foster public participation, however, because the messages require installation by professionals or
city crews. Westchester County, New York, and the City of White Plains have begun installing the "Eco
Curb" catch basins cast with location-specific messages on county and city roads (Westchester County
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Department of Planning, 2001).
Benefits

Storm drain marking projects offer an excellent opportunity to educate the public about the link between
storm drain systems, water quality, and their watershed. In addition to the labeled storm drains, media
coverage of the program or storm drain marking event can increase public awareness of stormwater
issues. Volunteer groups can provide additional benefits by picking up trash near the marked storm
drains and by noting where maintenance is needed. Additionally, marking projects can provide a lead-in
to volunteer monitoring projects and increase community participation in a variety of other stormwater-
related activities.

Limitations

A storm drain marking program is generally effective, inexpensive, and easy to implement. However,
larger communities can have many storm drain inlets, so volunteer coordinators need to be skilled at
recruiting and organizing the efforts of volunteers to provide adequate coverage over large areas. Safety
considerations might also limit marking programs in areas where traffic congestion is high. Other
environmental considerations, such as the use of propellants in spray paint in areas that do not meet air
quality standards, should be taken into account. Finally, stenciled messages will require repainting after
years of weather and traffic, and tiles and permanent signs might need replacement if they are
improperly installed or subject to heavy traffic or vandalism.

Effectiveness

By raising public awareness of urban runoff, storm drain marking programs should discourage practices
that generate stormwater pollutants. As with any public education project, however, it is difficult to
precisely measure the effect that storm drain marking programs have on human behavior. Surveys of
public recognition of the storm drain message, or surveys that capture changes in behavior, can indicate
whether a storm drain marking program is effective.

Urban runoff, by definition, is diffuse in origin, making it difficult to directly measure the reduction of
pollutants found in urban runoff. Some municipalities attempt to assess the effectiveness of storm drain
marking programs by periodically examining water samples from targeted storm drain outfalls (places
where storm drains empty into a waterbody). If the storm drains leading to a particular outfall have been
labeled, and if the levels of pollutants from that outfall decline after the labels were put in place, one can
assume the labeling has been effective. This monitoring can be conducted by the same volunteer
groups that marked the drains and can be incorporated into existing volunteer monitoring programs or
can initiate the development of a new program.

Cities also infer storm drain marking program success from increases in the volume of used motor oil
delivered to used-oil recycling centers. Others measure success by how many drains are marked and
the number of requests received by volunteer groups to participate in the program. The number of
cleanups conducted by the city as a result of reports made by volunteers can also be considered.

Costs

Plastic stencils, which can last for 25 to 500 stencilings, depending on whether paint is sprayed or
applied with a brush or roller, can be purchased for $10-$15.50 depending on the size, materials,
guantity purchased, and manufacturer. Metal stencils, which last longer, can cost $100 or more.

Storm drain markers vary in cost depending on materials, design requirements, and the quantity
purchased. It is important to contact the manufacturer when pricing storm drain markers because
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custom sizes, shapes, and designs, such as those that specify a local waterbody, can increase the unit
cost. For stock messages, however, ceramic tile markers cost approximately $7, whereas plastic
markers of 4-inch diameter range in cost from $1 and $2.95, depending on material composition and
quantity purchased. Glue for affixing the markers costs approximately $0.25 per application.

Door hangers and other educational materials that complement the markers can also be purchased from
some manufacturers, and often a "starter kit" is offered that includes a variety of materials to conduct a
public outreach campaign.
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